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Abstract

JIMMY HIT HIS FIRST HOME RUN
By Eileen Rafferty, M.F.A.
A Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of
Fine Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University.

Virginia Commonwealth University, 2006

Major Director: James T. Long
Chair, Photography and Film

This document begins with the end of a life and ends with the beginning of
hope. It is a brief description of the artist’s history, artistic and literary influences, and
subsequent works produced during graduate school, specifically Dichotomy, Swan Dive,
and jimmy hit his first home run. Topics discussed include Human Physiology,
Transference, Buddhism, and Bubbles.
This document was created in Microsoft Word 2004 for Mac, Version 11.2.

PROLOGUE

The camera for me has always been used as a documentation of experience.
Growing up, I watched my father do the same with still and movie cameras. Recently
after his death, I discovered an old army trunk filled with every camera he had owned.
Also, there were boxes of over five thousand color slides, numerous reels of 8mm
family movies, countless audio reels and an old film projector and audio tape player.
Coincidentally, this discovery occurred during my last year of graduate studies in
Photography and Film.
During these two years of study, my desire to use the camera as a vehicle for
documentation of occurrences, places, or people was gone. Equally missing was my
interest in capturing a moment for record, show or pleasure. Although at first a
discomforting realization, eventually it was evident that my fascination with the image,
moving and still was not lost. Poring over my father’s documentation of his life while
my desire to do the same had receded caused confusion yet intrigue. I became
fascinated with the idea of what we collect, what we record, and what we choose to
become our memories on film.
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DEATH/BOLTANSKI/VIOLA

This idea of gathering memories of life is inherently tied to the question of what
becomes of these collections after one’s death. Throughout life and death, these
objects’ meanings transform as does their relevance. While cleaning out my father’s
workshop my mother sadly noted that this collection of items was meaningful to him,
but would never have the same relevance to anyone else.
This is a topic artist Christian Boltanski tirelessly addresses in his installations
using recycled and found family photographs and mementos In the book coinciding
with Boltanski’s exhibition Christian Boltanski: Lessons of Darkness, curator Lynn
Gumpert notes:

The Inventaires derive their inspiration, in part, from an anecdote that
Boltanski remembers his father recounting about a pair of shoes that
retained the shape of the artist’s grandfather’s feet, even after the old
man had died. The question Boltanski poses with them – what can we
learn from individuals’ belongings after their deaths – addresses again
the function of museums, and the fact that they preserve alongside
paintings and sculptures the everyday objects of ordinary people who
have died (56).

How does the meaning of these everyday objects and unassuming moments
collected change when they are recontextualized and presented as art?

By no means

4

an innovative question, it is one that has direct relevance to my work and my decision
to re-present my father’s images as my own, next to my own in my graduate thesis
exhibition. Further examination of Boltanski’s works and writings helped to inform the
concepts of memory, personal collections, and death.

It is through the lens of memory – how we remember childhood and how
we memorialize the dead – that Boltanski explores these two momentous
markers for mortal existence: the beginning and the end (Gumpert 51).

In speaking of Boltanski’s work, there is much reference to the beginning or
childhood - that essentially dies with adulthood, according to Boltanski - and the end or
the cessation of existence. Although these were periods that were equally occupying
my thoughts while organizing this thesis installation, I was not interested so much in
stopping to examine these points, but rather focusing on the idea of impermanence and
the continuum of life and death. It is the state of flux according to Buddhism. I wanted
to address this notion of a continual change - recurrence, recycling, repetition. In my
final installation, three 8mm film clips of varying duration were put on a continuous
loop, so that the relationships and juxtapositions of the three images would be
constantly changing in an unpredictable manner. Video artist Bill Viola addresses this
continual state of change in much of his work and speaks of it in an interview with Jorg
Zutter featured in Art Recollection:

One of the characteristics of living things is that they can be many
selves, multiple identities made up of many movements, contradictory,
and all capable of constant transformation, instantaneously in the present
as well as retrospectively in the future (qtd. Detterer 242).
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In his film and video pieces, Viola, a practicing Buddhist, refers to the cyclical
existence of life, birth and death. Although this material for my installation was
precariously personal and addressed a pain recent and real, I decided to use the intense
emotions to drive the work, while trying to maintain a distance by choosing universal
even ambiguous imagery. In Buddha Mind and Contemporary Art , Viola speaks of the
loss of his father and the questions that arose from this experience:

This was sorrow that lived like an invisible underground stream in my
life for an extended period. It was a constant presence just beneath the
surface, like the dull ache from some internal wound, and it colored
everything around me. I thought: Where is this underground river?
What is its source, and what ocean does it empty into? What was real
and what was just fleeting temporary emotion? (Baas and Jacob 251)

This underlying feeling influenced the editing of my father’s film clips. They
are all bodies in motion – falling, diving, and flying – and there is a tone of uncertainty
in the scenes. The bodies are never seen to come to rest – the parachutes fall behind the
hill, the diver does not emerge from the water, the bird remains in continuous flight.
The repeating blue flicker could evoke sadness or soothing, melancholy or tranquility.
This unwillingness to show an end or completion also materializes out of the
uncertainty of the exact meaning of these specific images and the necessity to allow
room for the viewers’ own interpretations and responses. Viola discusses the need to
make without complete understanding:
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I relate to the role of the mystic in the sense of following, a ‘via
negativa’, - of feeling the basis of my work to be in unknowing, in
doubt, in being lost, in questions and not answers – and that recognizing
that personally the most important work I have done has come from not
knowing what I was doing at the time I was doing it. This is the power
of the time when you just jump off the cliff into the water and don’t
worry if there are rocks just below the surface. (Baas and Jacob 240)

Viola’s reference to jumping into the unknown and his belief that out of
confusion can come meaningful work was reassuring, and here Viola refers to a
common Buddhist idea, that is called the mind of don’t know. This state is defined in
Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art as “framing a question, not reaching for an
answer.” Furthermore, “one immerses one’s mind in the process of inquiry and
experience, giving up any orientation toward outcome or result (Baas and Jacob 267) “.
This state of not knowing can leave openings for interpretations and experiences that
could otherwise go unnoticed. I have found refuge in this state of mind as a working
artist, and have allowed the emotions and experiences that are identifiable to be the
underlying fibers of the work.
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TRANSFER

Early on in graduate studies my dissatisfaction with the two-dimensional
photograph was realized. Seeking an education in Physiology and now Fine Art, a
project was initiated to address this experience of spanning these seemingly diverse
fields. Graduate school thus far had been challenging and required learning the
language of academic art and the nuances of the critique. This domain of art challenged
the idea of creativity as a natural and spontaneous response to life. There was a set of
rules, vocabulary and expectations that contradicted the free flowing and borderless
world of art making I had previously perceived and quite possibly imagined. It
immediately became critical to learn the language, history and current trends, however,
privately I vowed to straddle what I affectionately named the art bubble, one foot
immersed inside academia and the other outside maintaining perspective and liberty of
sorts.
Having studied Human Physiology, I began with what was familiar. The project
involved setting up highly synthetic materials then lighting and photographing them to
resemble natural body environments. This dichotomy of synthetic versus natural made
reference to the inherent contradictions of my own experience. To further emphasize
this duality, a material that felt familiar yet strange and human yet foreign was used. I
discovered the process of acrylic lifts or more accurately acrylic transfers, which
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resulted in a photographic image embedded into acrylic gel medium. It was essential to
remove these pieces from the wall, to move into three-dimensional space and allow the
transfers’ characteristics to be exhibited. These characteristics included permeability,
translucency, and reflectivity – all qualities that are best demonstrated when light is
permitted to pass through the substrate, hence the need for the transfers to be suspended
and allowed freedom of movement. This act of transferring would become a recurrent
theme throughout the rest of my graduate work.

10

figure 10

figure 12
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figure 13

DICHOTOMY/HESSE

From this discovery of acrylic transfers and new material emerged a series titled
Dichotomy. This was a turning point in my studio practice and interpretations of
photography. Not only did I revel in the processes involved - coating and wetting and
peeling and sewing - but also my definition of photography was being questioned and
subsequently changing. This new material’s aesthetic characteristics and the desire to
move into three-dimensional space naturally resulted in a referral to acquaint myself
with the work of Eva Hesse. Eva was a kindred spirit if there ever was one. It was a
familiar and endearing scene when reading a journal entry by Eva about her obsession
with her material. “Plaster! I have always loved the material. It is flexible, pliable,
easy to handle in that it is light, fast working. Its whiteness is right.” (qtd. Witzling
145-146)
In Hesse I found a young female artist who struggled with uncertainty uncertainty in her ability, in her life choices, in her medium. She was also a woman
who relied heavily on her journal writing to accompany her in the peaks and valleys of
life as an artist. Most touching was her entry about the death of her father. “My daddy
is dead...I must go on from here. This point in my life. All say it is so crucial. It is a
crucial year for me. My work. 30 years old.” (qtd. Witzling 149-150) I also felt a
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kinship with Hesse in her use of impermanent materials and her apparent ambivalence
to this predicament.

Hesse’s attitude toward these works expressed her world view: while
she was ambivalent about the impermanence of the latex medium,
feeling ‘a little guilty’ about selling something that was bound to selfdestruct, she was also convinced that ‘life doesn’t last, art doesn’t last, it
doesn’t matter’. (Witzling 136)

SCRATCH

These ideas of impermanence and transference were also embodied in a little
book by Christian Boltanski titled Scratch. It is a fragile book, about 6x9 inches in size
and less than 10 pages in length. The viewer is invited to scratch the surface of each
page to reveal the black and white image below. It seemed however, that no participant
had yet to scratch enough of the coating to reveal any significant amount of the page
underneath, but instead had etched pictures and designs of his/her own in the surface of
the page. This interaction was interesting on many levels. First, it addressed my
interest in the desire for one to leave a mark, to leave something behind, a residue of
sorts. Secondly, it embodied the essence of the word transfer that had repeatedly
resurfaced in my work in graduate school. It was the transfer of one’s mark to the book
for the next person to see. It was the transfer of power to the viewer or now
participant. It was the transfer of control, or release of control by the artist to each
person who will lay hands on that book in the future. It is the more simple transfer of a
surface from the page to the finger and the transfer of a blank page to a revealed image.
And lastly, it contributed to my recurring thoughts on the role of the viewer/participant
in art. The consideration of the audience became increasingly important.
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INSTALLATION / HAMILTON

The need to work in three-dimensional space, the increasing consideration for
the audience and my interest in art as a physiological experience led me to research the
history of Installation Art and its prevalence in contemporary art. Part of the history
and incentive for Installation Art was to move the emphasis away from the object and
the meaning it inherently contains. It was meant to create an environment where each
participant has an experience based on what he/she brings to that particular space and
time.
This transition to installation seemed a natural one after studying Physiology the study of the body’s systems and their responses to environment and external stimuli.
Often contemporary art (European/American) is focused primarily on the intellectual or
cerebral aspect of human experience, and art that provokes the purely physical or
sensual is often dismissed as aesthetic trickery or intellectually weak. Although it is
important for art to have a conceptual framework, the value of the bodily or
physiological response to art became more interesting. Bill Viola is one artist who has
produced a lifetime of conceptual work that has mainly addressed the physical and/or
spiritual experience. I began to explore other artists who also seemed in touch with this
aspect of art making such as Anne Hamilton, Mona Hatoum, Christian Moeller,
Christian Boltanski and Maya Lin. This medium more comfortably fit my perceptions
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of art and physical experience and its ability to impact the body and mind. Ann
Hamilton discusses the Western perception of Installation Art and the idea of presence
and absence in art.

When we are confronted with work that is not an object with fixed edges
and form but a work which is the experience of our body as it inhabits
space, it is very difficult for us from a Western philosophical tradition to
see reality as made up of something that is not, in some way, an
object...for us to recognize presence, absence, or emptiness as
something. (Bass and Jacob 185)

Hamilton, like Hesse is another artist who is entirely engaged with the tactile
process of making and considers the physical experience for not only the audience but
also the artist. “To extend the hand to touch is the first projection of the body. As a
maker, I need to touch and be touched by material.” (qtd. Baas and Jacob 178)
As my research continued, it became increasingly evident that there existed an
entire realm of art and artists who are concerned with this idea of body/mind and the
physical, sensual, or spiritual experience in relation to art. These ideas and beliefs
seemed to influence their process and practice and in time there appeared a correlation
between their work and mine Ann Hamilton’s expressions of her reliance on reading
during her process could have been words of my own.

Increasingly a large part of my process of coming ‘to make’ things
extends out of the atmosphere of the books that I gather around me.
Reading is part of forming a landscape that allows work to happen, and a
part of every project is the process of ‘finding’ the book a project needs.
So the process of making work is first one of waiting. And reading is
one of the ways I wait. (Baas and Jacob 178)
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I had found similar inspiration, motivation and consolation in reading while
waiting. A small sample of books not mentioned thus far that had great influence on
my work and thinking include: The Alphabet Versus the Goddess – The Conflict
Between Word and Image and Art and Physics by Leonard Shlain, The Tibetan Book of
Living and Dying by Sogyol Rinpoche, The Contingent Object of Contemporary Art by
Martha Buskirk, The Walk Book by Janet Cardiff and Eva Hesse – Transformations,
The Sojourn in Germany by Kunsthalle Wien.

MIND OF DON’T KNOW

In setting up the thesis installation, the challenge was to avoid excessive
meaning and attachment to the images, and instead simply present similarities and
juxtapositions. Without clarity of meaning, it was necessary to rely on intuition and
focus on the sentient undertones of the images chosen. Viola speaks of this role of
images and sensory experience.

Especially relevant is the notion, a basic component of ancient culture,
that images have transformative powers within the individual self, that
art can articulate a kind of healing or growth or completion process, in
short that it is a branch of knowledge, epistemology in the deepest sense,
and not just an aesthetic experience. (Haas and Jacob 237)

This reliance on process and method links back to the Buddhist state of mind of
don’t know referred to previously and also to the reference Viola made to leap without
assurance of the water below. Ernesto Pujol is a Cuban artist who lived as a Trappist
monk after a formal education in painting, humanities, and art therapy. He also refers to
this leap of faith and the attribute of waiting of which Hamilton spoke.

This is the ancient monastic way, unknowing of the outcome but
patiently trusting of the process, generously open to the unknown.
(qtd. Haas and Jacob 20)
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MINIMALISM

My approach within Installation is of a Minimalist nature. The use of simple
geometric forms, in particular the cube or the grid, and repetition are aspects of
Minimalism I find can create order with rhythm. This allows for an entry point into the
Installation. In Swan Dive and jimmy hit his first home run..., the use of a
monochromatic blue color scheme evokes universal feelings that can vary slightly for
each individual. Blue water may symbolize serenity or drowning, soothing or sadness,
comfort or coolness. The repetition of the rectangular transfers hung in a grid, the three
rectangular vertical screens, the multiple square projections, the floor tiles, and the
continuously looping clips all create a rhythm and repetition reminiscent of
Minimalism. With the tendency today of installation towards cutting edge technology
and hyper- surreal experience, I look towards the initial and inherent motives for
Installation Art, that is physiological displacement and sensory experience but with
simple materials and methods. Hesse used commonly available materials to create an
environment that was foreign yet familiar, unattainable yet inviting. I am most moved
by work that creates a sense of displacement and awe on this earth in this time. There is
still enough wonder to be felt presently or in the recesses of memory and experience.
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figure 14

figure 15

figure 16

THE NATURAL DEATH OF A BUBBLE

Eiffel Gray Plasterer, a physicist, mathematician and bubble expert describes the
natural death of a bubble - to slowly lose air and disappear as opposed to the premature
death of striking something and popping. He allegedly kept a bubble alive in a sealed
jar for 342 days. It occurred to me that the bubble is the perfect metaphor for the idea of
impermanence. It is perfectly spherical, beautiful yet fragile. It is carefully created and
released into the atmosphere until it makes contact and bursts into its original state of
liquid fragments. A bubble cannot be caught, for in that moment it is gone. This quite
eloquently and simply represented to me the idea of impermanence and the fleeting
moment. It is the moment that is unrealized, or realized and then gone. It is passing
between states, contact creating change, and perfect fluidity and presence in a moment.
It is the residue that remains after the change, it is presence yet absence.
The bubble also represented the place on the continuum between the special
occasion and the commonplace activity. It is both – it is a singular moment as it floats
up into the clouds yet it is playful and repetitious. It evokes awe and surprise in a child,
then is forgotten for the next activity.
This video loop of the bubbles was placed separately from the 8mm film
sequences due to its contrasting theme of hope. Its role was to mimic the playful and
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ethereal quality of the light reflections projected from the screens and to act as a
precious close to the film sequences of bodies in perpetual motion.
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figure 17

figure 18

figure 19

THE MOVING IMAGE

Through the process of sifting through the kodachromes, films and audio reels,
what remained was these short 8mm film clips. The reason for repeatedly returning to
the medium of the moving image is still not clear. Perhaps the flickering degraded blue
image was the one connection to nostalgia that was permitted. Also, a time-based
medium seems succinctly appropriate for contemplations on impermanence, flux and
perpetual change. In Illuminating Video, Juan Downey refers to the lure of a medium.

I do not recall whether I read or dreamt that Marcel Duchamp had said
that some artists continue to paint because they are addicted to the smell
of turpentine. Their activity is therefore not aesthetic, but is instead a
biological dependency of the chemistry of that medium. (Hall and Fifer
343)

Viola, however discounts the medium entirely and instead speaks of the actual
experience as the reality and basis for the art.

It has taught me that the real raw material is not the camera and monitor,
but time and experience itself, and that the real place the work exists is
not on the screen or within the walls of the room, but in the mind and
heart of the person who has seen it. (Detterer 242)
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To continue with my experience thus far, I am straddling both veins of thought and
cannot yet understand the attraction or devotion to the moving image. I can however
speak clearly of the title for this collection of moving images for my thesis exhibition.

JIMMY HIT HIS FIRST HOME RUN...

It is ambiguous as the imagery at first, a generic representation of the American
dream. However, it is extremely significant on many levels. Last week my nephew
Jimmie, my brother Jim’s son and first grandson to my father Jim, hit his first home run.
The first home run – what does that signify? It embodies youth, hope and potential. It is
an event to experience and appreciate for its simplicity – a moment of joy and pride for
a child. Later I learned the homerun did not count due to a technicality in the rules.
Seems fitting as a parallel for life and the moment versus the uncertainty of what is to
come. It could represent the daily ups and downs or events of life that are elation or
sadness. It may symbolize the free flowing, ever-changing, vague movements of life.
It is a moment my father would have appreciated probably more than anyone.
After a lifetime of undulations, he knew the relevance and importance of that one
moment - when jimmy hit his first home run.
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figure 20

figure 21

figure 22

figure 23
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